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lower middle class, which revealed Gogol as the leading author of the realistic school. In 1836 there was published his celebrated comedy The Inspector General, and in 1842 his great masterpiece Dead Souls. This extraordinary novel without a plot (Gogol called it a poem) unfolded with a force and insight of which there are few examples in world literature, a broad canvas of provincial and rural Russia. It was a telling human document and, by implication, an indictment of the existing social order, tempered, however., by a profound understanding of human frailties and by that peculiar and gentle humor which is one of the characteristics of Gogol's genius. Written in a sometimes ungrammatical, yet inimitably picturesque and irresistible style of which Gogol had the secret, it was probably the most truly national major literary work ever to appear in Russia. Its essentially national character and the difficulties of interpreting Gogol in foreign languages without losing the flavor of the original is presumably responsible for the fact that Dead Souls is less generally known abroad than are some of the other great and near-great Russian works.
Dead Souls won the acclaim of liberal opinion but was denounced by the conservative press as a vile caricature. The author came to resent applause more than he did detractions. The founder of Russian realism was a moralist and a religious mystic. He conceived his mission to be that of a divinely inspired teacher of mankind, but he was not interested in political or social reforms; moral betterment, he believed, was the source from which was to spring the glorious world of the future, This peculiar frame of mind, revealed in a few isolated passages in Dead Souls, became more pronounced with the passing of years, when, under the influence of Roman Catholicism, Gogol drifted into morbid religiosity and extreme political conservatism. In 1847 he published his Correspondence with Friends, a eulogy of Russian autocracy and serfdom; he went to the extreme of maintaining that the police and administrative institutions of Russia, so sublimely ridiculed in his own writings, were of divine origin: "God had invisibly guided the hands of the tsars/' Repudiating his earlier work, Gogol proceeded to write volume two of Dead Souls, which was to present the positive side of Russian life not to be found in volume one. It is believed that he contemplated the writing ,of a vast trilogy modeled after Dante's Divine Comedy: volume one of Dead Souls was to be the Inferno. Gogol, however, too sensitive and sincere an artist to do violence to